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April 12, 2009 – ‘Workplace Internet Leisure Browsing’ and Productivity

Q: I just read a story claiming that people who surf the Internet for fun at work - within a reasonable limit of their total time in the office - are more productive by about 9% than those who do not.  Does this mean I can now safely approach my employer about loosening the No Personal Use of the Internet rule?


A:  Not so fast.  I read that story also and when you dig deeper the conclusion is based on one Australian study with only 300 subjects.  I would need to see that study replicated with a much larger sample to feel comfortable generalizing as a fact that surfing the web while at work increases productivity.  

My favorite part of this study is the almost respectable term used for surfing while working: ‘Workplace Internet Leisure Browsing’ (WILB).  Who knows, we may all be using that acronym as a verb soon, as in, “I was wilbing when the fire alarm went off”.  But I digress.  According to this University of Melbourne study, workers who engage in WILB are more productive than those who don’t.  But, I am skeptical.


The study does point to the well-accepted concept of taking short but frequent breaks (5 minutes each hour) to improve productivity and concentration.  Study details are at http://uninews.unimelb.edu.au/news/5750/  When you think about it, it makes sense.  Have you ever been working at your computer for a long time and step away to refill your coffee only to find yourself zoning out by a window, or absentmindedly leafing through an old Home and Gardens magazine in the break room?  You are engaging in perfectly acceptable “Leisure Browsing” (my term), just not on the Internet.   You are using a different part of your brain, and giving the “thinking” part a break.

The possibility for abuse of WILB is simply too great for employers to give it blanket approval. Not surprisingly, many companies either use software to block employees from watching videos on YouTube, using networking sites or shopping online, or simply prohibit “Personal Use of the Internet” as in your case.  So, I would hold my horses for now. 
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